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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Monday, April 25th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Steve Funk, manager for
the Systems Workflow Automation Team at Utah State University. This is another oral history
interview for the COVID Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams,
the COVID Collection Project graduate intern.
Good afternoon, Mr. Funk.

SF:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So when did you start your career at Utah State University, and what positions have you served in
during your USU career?
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SF:

I began working at USU in '93. When I began, I helped manage some of the computer labs. Did
that for a couple of years, and then I – The university decided to start a help desk or service desk,
if you will, for IT. I did that for a number of years. As we – As I worked in that position, we
bought a software package that does workflow automation called ServiceNow, and we found that
that tool could do a whole lot more than just routing and keeping track of trouble tickets that
came in to the help desk. So from there we started building out applications and workflow
automations for various organizations around campus. And before long, it became more – I
couldn't handle two full-time positions, so I gave up being the IT service desk manager, and
started building a team to do the workflow automation.

[02:04]
TW:

So when we're speaking of the Systems Workflow Automation Team, what is the exact purpose
and role of that team? How many people are on that team, and how many stakeholders do you
commonly work with?

SF:

Great question. We – Well, the Workflow Automation Team, we – our primary purpose is to
help automate a lot of the – what used to be very manual, tedious processes. We may remember
them going back to having to fill out a piece of paper and walk it around campus or even fill it out
in triplicate and leave copies here and there.
Providing an automation of these what used to be paper forms and making them available online
allows our team to help organizations throughout campus become much more efficient, help our
students and our employees get things processed a whole lot faster than what they had done prior
when it required manual signatures and all that.
We're able to do that all electronic now, which really speeds up most of the processes we're able
to automate.
Our team, we are currently – Counting myself, we currently have eight full-time developers on
our team, and, yeah, we just stay busy.

TW:

And your stakeholders are throughout campus. Anybody that's business operations or students or
anything in between?

[04:01]
SF:

Yeah. So we've worked with pretty much every organization across campus in helping them on
various processes. We've even worked, and we contract out with the system of higher education
in the state. We build a couple of applications for them that assist high school students with
concurrent enrollment and applying for scholarships through the state system of higher education.

TW:

And in a typical year, Mr. Funk, I mean, pre-March 19 – or 2020, what are we talking about as far
as the number of work orders that the team would receive on any given year?
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SF:

We would typically receive probably right around 15 to 20 major projects that we would work on
in a given year. Since COVID, that has escalated significantly.

TW:

What were the typical projects pre-COVID? Just throw out some just topics or subjects.

SF:

So we – One of the first projects that we built out was an automated leave request system that's
kind known on campus as MyTime. That's a system that most benefited employees use to request
annual or sick leave. Also for nonexempt employees, they request or they submit their weekly
time sheets through that same system. So that's one.
We've worked with the controller's office to automate a lot of their, like, requesting new account
numbers, index numbers throughout the university.

[06:04]
We've worked with the registrar's office to do scholarship approvals, which turned scholarship
approvals from a multiweek process to a couple of days' process. So just a few projects that
we've – Those are kind of some of the highlights, I guess.
TW:

Yeah. No, this is – That's great. That's great. So if we were to fast forward to the beginning of
2020 and news out of China of a virus that soon left the borders and had arrived at the U.S.
doorstep sometime in January of 2020, what were some of the first discussions that IT and
specifically the Systems Workflow Automation Team were having about how it might affect and
impact the work that you do?

SF:

Well, we started getting some requests from our public safety office on how we may possibly
help them. We sat down with them and discussed possible solutions. We first looked at was
there something out there that we could purchase.
There were a number of software packages out there that companies were quickly developing to
try to manage and maintain or track the COVID-19 at their institutions or throughout various
states. As we talked with them and we explored various options, we quickly realized that for
Utah State University and our makeup, not only being here in Logan, in Cache Valley, but we are
also throughout the state.

[08:07]
So that adds a little more complexity to what we were looking for in a software package. After
exploring some of those options, we decided we were probably better off in trying to develop
something that was customized to how USU worked and functioned.
TW:

And so that was the first project. And you soon shortly after you made that decision worked with
your team on customizing the product. And what were some of the customizations that resulted
from that work?
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SF:

Well, we essentially built out an entire custom application, actually, multiple applications for our
COVID tracing team in which they were able to – we were able to take test results of individuals
who had come in for COVID tests. Those tests were processed on campus, and we were able to
take those test results and pull them into a database into the system we built to automate a lot of
the notifications that were being sent out to not only students or staff or faculty that had the test
results, but we eventually evolved it into a system where instructors were informed and made
aware of the number of students who in a particular course may be contagious and that
accommodations may need to be made for those president students.

[10:07]
TW:

And so that was in the fall semester of 2020 that they actually implemented some of that
customization that your team worked on?

SF:

Yeah. So – Yeah. So it was in that fall, and we continued to evolve and build that out as
circumstances changed.

TW:

And so did that include information that was supplied to the COVID containment team as well as
what you just said about the instructors?

SF:

Yeah. So the system that we built out allowed us to take all that information, whether it was
self-reported by an individual or it came in through a test result. They – The case containment
team, through the system we were able to build in with them, allowed them to track the status of
each case that they were aware of on campus or throughout the state that pertained to Utah State
University, and they were able to collect all the information necessary to make informed
decisions on how the university was going to move forward in trying to handle containment of
COVID-19.

TW:

And I forgot to ask this, but what was the typical work hours during the spring/summer of the
customization of service now to meet some of these new needs and demands based on what the
pandemic did?

SF:

Well, because it was ever-evolving – New information was constantly coming out almost daily,
and trying to adjust and adapt to that, we – It was myself and one other individual on my team
that we – We worked some long hours, I will say.

[12:15]
As a matter of fact, we would work into the evenings and on weekends. The virus wasn't taking
any time off, and neither were we to try to stay in – stay up to date with the latest information we
had and make sure that our case containment team had the tools that they needed to best track and
try to curtail some of the spread that we were seeing.
TW:

Was your team supplemented with additional members to help with the extra workload, or was it
just the existing team that you had?
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SF:

We did it with the existing team that we had. Now, it wasn't just – The building of the
application was primarily my team. We did rely on others throughout the university to provide
information and other resources as we tried to tie in to the campus system that instructors
typically use. So we were trying – You know, so we were relying on others to help provide the
information we needed to pull into the system.
At the time, many of the projects that we had scheduled and were currently working on were
delayed, and we reached out and made contact with all of our process owners and informed them
most of – Well, all of them were very – They were more than happy to give up some time so that
we could try to build this out for the university.

TW:

Did you receive any extra financial support from the USU administration? And what I'm saying
here he is: Did you receive any of the COVID CARES money that the university received to help
with that work, either directly in the development or in extra time that others in other units around
campus or around the statewide system needed to customize this product?

[14:29]
SF:

We did receive some – a small amount just for the additional licensing costs that we had for the
platform that we were building on. That was very minimal because it really didn't require too
many licenses. Other than that, I'm not – While there may have been some funding that came
across, I was not aware of it.

TW:

Did your staff work remotely, or did they work in the office and just keep social distance
guidelines?

SF:

I worked in the office. The rest of my staff worked remotely. I was the only one in the office at
the time. And that was just personal preference.

TW:

Did – Were there other – You had talked about the COVID containment team testing, informing
the faculty of possible students that may be out for a period of time. Were there other projects
that do or were impacted by COVID in a way that you and your team needed to respond and
customize some service now in other ways?

SF:

Other projects?

TW:

Yeah.

SF:

Okay. Well, pretty much every project that we had worked on or that we were currently
maintaining were all impacted. They continued to be up and operational, at least the ones that
had gone live, but the impact to other organizations and the projects that they were hoping to go
live with were delayed significantly because of the magnitude of time and effort we were having
to spend. Now, we didn't dedicate every person on our team to building this out.

[16:26]
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So they were able to continue to work remotely on their other projects that they had previously
been given, but the projects that a couple of us had were significantly delayed.
TW:

So if you were to pick some – and I'll say memorable events – they could be good they could be
bad – of that first full year of the pandemic at Utah State University and how it impacted you and
your team, what would those be?

SF:

Some events? Probably the one that pops to mind the most is when we tried to tie into the
housing database to try to get a collection of all students who were in – living in housing here on
– at USU. That was a lot of heavy lifting by many people. And trying to load all that data and
then make it so it was automated to inform not only the students themselves, but the resident
assistants that were working in that particular building, trying just to keep everyone updated but
yet ensure that we were not passing across any personal identifiable information that could
potentially leave the university at risk. We were very, very cautious about that. And we would
tend to err on the side of making sure that any data or notifications we sent out were – did not
contain any personal information.

TW:

So PII. Yeah.

SF: Yeah.
[18:29]
TW:

Did you have any contact directly or indirectly with the COVID task force in either providing
input to questions they might have had or in responding to a request from that task force or the
stabilization committee or the action committee?

SF:

So for the early part of it, I was directly involved in all of those meetings, those task force that
were involved. We worked with – hand in hand with our public safety office and the case
containment team in meeting usually multiple times a day in – as we were building this out. And
even once we had the project out, and it was live and they were using it, there was constant
adjustments based on changing data that we had to make. And so meeting almost on a daily
basis. And when I say "daily," I really mean daily. It wasn't a Monday through Friday, 8:00 to
5:00 meeting schedule. It was whenever – whenever anyone – everyone could pull together and
meet. And so it was entertaining, to say the least. I shouldn't say entertaining. It was [laughs] –
It wasn't entertaining, but it was eventful [laughs].

TW:

And impactful, I'm sure.

SF:

Yes.

TW:

So I'm curious, and this might have happened, and you probably had some kind of contact with
colleagues at the other Utah universities before COVID. But because of COVID and the
experiences that you were having as a critical member of the USU response team, were you
having conversations with your colleagues at other universities about our experiences and some
of our solutions? And were they sharing some of their information with you?
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SF:

We were.

[20:31]
We were actually in conversation with universities throughout the state of Utah, but not only in
the state of Utah, we were actually involved with communication at various universities,
particularly in the West. We communicated with them.
As a matter of fact, the system that we ended up building was so – Other universities were so
intrigued with it, they were asking if there was a way that they could either purchase it from the
university or obtain it at no cost, whatever, or if they could just get some time with us to help
them develop something similar to what we developed.
Well, all of that was very flattering. At the same time, we were already working 12-, 14-hour
days or more. Trying to – We would take questions here and there. We would visit with them on
a very limited timeframe and try to answer any questions they had, but we couldn't spend
significant time with other institutions. We just didn't have the time to do so.
TW:

I'm sure it was very flattering to know that we were on the cutting edge and being very proactive
and responsive, and they were coming to us looking for information, but I totally understand the
crunch in time and person power that you had to deal with.
Let's see. So when the students returned to campus in the fall semester of 2020, you had already
talked about – a little bit about some of the contributions in tracking, test results, or self-reporting,
and keeping all the major stakeholders informed. I know that in that first full academic year they
actually had the students move out of their dorms and into an isolation dorm.

[22:38]
Was that something that you had to add to the system and track the period of time that somebody
had to isolate or quarantine, or was that something that the COVID task force team or
containment team worked on?
SF:

So that's one of the pieces that we helped automate in that when someone was – tested positive,
based on the date that they tested positive and/or the date that they started experiencing
symptoms, if they were living in USU housing, they were placed into a dorm that was earmarked
for individuals that had been tested positive. And the system also put a timeframe in based on
how long they should be contained in those various locations.
And so even today, that whole automation process, while we don't move individuals to different
dorms, the piece that indicates how long that they should be in quarantine or in isolation is still in
place. Now, the time frame – the length of time in which they are in quarantine or isolation has
changed significantly.
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TW:

So after the first full academic year, we moved into that second one. I know in January of 2021
vaccines steadily became available. And in the springtime, I think the age dropped, and people
became eligible. As vaccines became more available and variants became weaker, did it impact
the work of the ServiceNow team in any real direct ways?

SF:

Yeah. Over time, we were able to spend less time on it – on developing or on maintaining what
we had built because there were not as many changes coming out.

[24:48]
I still remember as I different variants hit and the numbers would suddenly spike, how all of a
sudden the need to spend more time on it escalated because we were trying to evolve as this virus
seemed to be evolving. And so we just kept – There would be times when work was very
minimal on the – on the case containment tracking system we had built, but then when things
peaked again and changes were needed, we – our time and effort picked back up.
TW:

During that second year, were you able to turn your attention to some of the projects that you had
to simply tell those stakeholders you didn't have the capacity to do that were on the landscape,
your landscape, your team's landscape prior to COVID?

SF:

Yeah. We – Once – In the spring of '21 particularly, we were able to jump more into – Well, we
were still spending probably 40-50% of our time – our work day on COVID-related items. We
were still – We were able to devote at least half our time to other projects that we had previously
delayed.

TW:

So I imagine – and you've already spoken to this – but the COVID pandemic was definitely a
catalyst for change for your team, for the ServiceNow system that you had to further customize to
respond to the immediacy of what we were grappling with as an institution.

[26:50]
Of all those changes – And I know in IT change is a constant – But what things were really things
that your team probably would have never moved towards or migrated to as far as altering or
changing but were caused directly by COVID, and which kinds of items maybe you would have
made those changes eventually over time. Maybe it was on your landscape and it was something
that was on the drawing board, but there was no real immediacy until COVID occurred?
SF:

So a couple of things that we learned out of all this. One was to be very agile. We realized we
had to move and adjust as things adjusted. And we had to convey that out to people across
campus, that they had to be somewhat agile as well in – Because all of a sudden, their project
wasn't number one on our list, where it was a week ago.
We also learned how to – In the past, as we had wanted to integrate with other systems such as –
And I'll just use Canvas as an example. That in the past probably would have taken weeks,
months, or sometimes even years to get that integration. We learned I think as a university how
to work closer with one another, how to rely on one another, and how to – As we realized that it's
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not only people relying on one another, it's systems relying on one another, and we had to
develop processes on how we could bring not only the people together, but bring the information
together for the betterment of Utah State University. And that was huge.
[28:49]
Like I said, trying to go before and taking weeks, months, or even years to get things – systems
talking with one another, to be able to do that within a week was simply earth-shattering for us. It
was amazing, and that has continued on today in that when we define a need and we have both
parties understanding what the need is, there's a lot more trust, and we're able to work together
with one another.
TW:

I'd like to introduce Tameron Williams. He is the COVID Collection Project graduate intern.
Cameron, did you – or, Tameron, did you have a couple questions?

TGRW: Yes. So something several of our interviewers have talked to is the kind of increase of
productivity. Because like you talked about just there, you are dealing with a lot, and you have to
get a lot done now just per the raw virtue of people's lives can be on the line. So how have you
seen that kind of, like, just in terms of increased workload and the pandemic, which can
negatively impact mental health of you and your team as well as growing closer, being able to
develop projects kind of increasing your morale? How have you seen your team and you as well
cope with that?
SF:

At first it was challenging. And I would say just as everyone seemed to be struggling with the
isolation and all that and just dealing with various unknowns, we came to realize that there –

[30:52]
Well, I think for many of us it was being so involved and being so – knowing that we were trying
to help the university through a very difficult time was very rewarding for many of us. I'm sorry,
Tameron, I'm not sure I quite understood or answered your question there.
TGRW: It was a bulky question. Well, so coming together helped and it being difficult. I think that
answers it pretty succinctly.
So going back just a second as well, you talked about the lessons you learned from all this, at
least as a unit. What have been the most significant lessons you've taken away personally and
professionally from your response to the pandemic?
SF:

A couple of things that I've learned is never underestimate the power of others. We have
incredible people here at Utah State University. And while many times when we try to lift the
whole load ourselves, it really takes – There are so many talented and gifted people at the
university that pulling in the right resources at the right time can produce incredible results. And
I think that's what we saw at Utah State University was incredible results in a very trying time for
the university.
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[33:02]

We weren't sure how it was going to impact the university. And, as a matter of fact, a lot of us
said – were very concerned with how it would impact the university long term. I think because of
everyone working together and being able to produce not only what IT helped produce, but there
were a lot of people involved, housing. There were research scientists.
There were a lot of people who were on the cutting edge, not only at the university, but
nationally. And that produced some incredible changes not only for the university, but for –
across the country and throughout the world. It's amazing to see what pulling people together and
having them bounce ideas off one another and then moving forward and trusting one another can
do for not only the university, but beyond.

TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your or your team's experiences with the COVID
pandemic at Utah State?

SF:

Well, I would just say I am very blessed to have a great team around me. As I mentioned, I could
not do this by myself. I relied on them very, very heavily, whether that was helping work on the
project or them taking on additional projects so we weren't falling too far behind. But it also
wasn't just my team. It was various other people here in IET and at the university. And what a
great environment we have. What a great – And I some so – While I've been here many years,
I've probably never been prouder to be part of a university and an organization than I have been
in the last two years. It's just been very rewarding personally and professionally to be a part of
such a tremendous group effort.

TW:

Well said. Mr. Funk, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your
experiences during the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

[35:01]
SF:

Well, thank you for your time, Todd. And, Tameron, I appreciate your time and for the effort
you're putting together in pulling all this information. It's very valuable.

[End recording – 35:13]
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